This paper examines the corporate university phenomenon and the emerging corporate learning agenda that lies behind it. In the USA corporate universities are the fastest growing sector of higher education (Hoare, 1999) , with almost 1800 operating in the US alone (Bradshaw, 2000) . If this trend continues, corporate universities will outnumber traditional higher education establishments within the next decade. Traditionally seen as a particularly American creation, corporate universities are now to be found in many of the world's major corporations. This paper argues that part of this growth can be ascribed to a growing recognition by many senior managers of the positive strategic impact corporate universities can have on their companies. This can be viewed as a consequence of organisations recognising the power of learning and knowledge as drivers of competitive advantage. This paper contends that this growing recognition is leading to the emergence of a sophisticated form of corporate university, one that is predicated on the principles of organisational learning and knowledge management. In order to explore this claim a world-class corporate university model is developed that draws from the work of leading writers and contemporary research.
Introduction Introduction
The paper is structured in two main parts. The first part examines the background to the corporate university phenomenon and seeks to identify the motives behind the growth and interest in corporate learning activity and develops a UK perspective on the subject. The second part describes the key processes of an ideal type ideal type world-class corporate world-class corporate university university and develops the argument that, in the future, the emergence of such bodies exhibiting these traits is likely to be a prime agent of organisational change and transformation.
It is not suggested here that all corporate universities are the engines of strategic change or organisational development and transformation, or seek to be -or indeed, that those with this ambition are fully functional. Rather, it is suggested that in a number of leading organisations, a model of a worldclass corporate university is beginning to emerge, as both the organisation's champion and the catalyst of its learning and knowledge management activities. corporate universities were perceived as a particularly US phenomenon. They were regarded as little more than re-badged training departments and viewed with considerable scepticism by both HRD specialists and academics alike (Walton 1999) . Though this position may have been true in the past, today it is coming under increasing pressure, as more and more organisations are making serious attempts to create corporate universities that manage a range of individual learning needs and organisational development requirements.
Many researchers such as Lester (1999) have highlighted the difficulties in defining a corporate university. The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines the term university as: "An educational institution designed for instruction, examination, or both, of students in many branches of advanced learning, conferring degrees in various faculties and often embodying colleges and similar institutions".
As Walton (1999) argues, it would be fair to say that virtually all corporate universities would not meet the requirements set out in this definition, nor indeed would they wish to. As has contended, in the context of the corporate university, the term university is used more for its aspirational and symbolic qualities in positioning learning within an organisation, than for any attempt to mimic traditional university practices.
The central difficulty with accurately defining the term stems from the fact that a diverse range of organisations uses the nomenclature corporate university as an overarching designation for their formal learning activities. The term adds legitimacy and weight and suggests an atmosphere of considered management education and learning. The problem is compounded as a number of the leading exemplars of the concept do not use the term to describe their learning activities, a good example being The Bank of Montreal. A survey by Meister (1998) found that 54% of so-called corporate universities did not have the word university in their title. Designations such as Institute of Learning or Learning Academy appear to be increasingly favoured alternatives.
Throughout this paper it is important to note that the title corporate university is often little more than a convenient label or language construct. It is a term that has a multitude of meanings to individuals and managers in a wide range of industries, markets and operating contexts. Therefore, when examining the corporate university concept it is necessary to look beyond the label to the underlying role, functions and processes that such an institution performs. Understanding these issues and developing an appreciation of the principal functions and processes performed by these institutions is a central objective of this paper.
Meister (1998) defines a corporate university as: "The strategic umbrella for developing and educating employees, customers and suppliers in order to meet an organisation's business strategies". This broad definition reflects the ambiguous nature of the corporate university concept and recognises that such organisations exist in diverse forms, operate under a wide range of titles and undertake a broad spectrum of education, training and development activities. Indeed, as Lester (1999) points out, the term corporate university seems to be interchangeable with a variety of alternatives such as: Virtual University (BAE Systems), Corporate Business School (Ernst & Young) and Learning Centre (General Motors). It is argued, therefore, that what is important here is not the title given to these bodies but the organisation's philosophical approach and perception of them as crucial agents in facilitating employee learning and development.
Examination of the work of Fresina (1997) , Densford (1998) , Meister (1998) and Robie (1999) suggests that a key defining feature of a corporate university is the focus on meeting organisational objectives and priorities rather than traditional approaches to training and development, which are predicated on satisfying individual needs. If this proposition is accepted, then a much broader definition of a modern corporate university can be advanced, such as:
A function or department that is strategically oriented toward integrating the development of people as individuals with their performance as teams and ultimately as an entire organisation: by linking with suppliers, by conducting wide-ranging research, by facilitating the delivery of content and by leading the effort to build a superior leadership team. (Global Learning 1998) This interpretation begins to view the corporate university as not so much a physical entity but as a concept used to denote organised learning for the benefit of the enterprise. This leads Meister (1998) and Bachler (1997) to regard such institutions more as facilitating organisational processes, rather than as organisational entities. As noted above, this has not always been the case and in the next section the development of the corporate university is explored.
The growth and development of The growth and development of corporate universities corporate universities General Electric at Crotonville, New Jersey is credited with the establishment of the first corporate university in 1955. Meister (1998) and more recently Walton (1999) The speed with which the number of corporate universities proliferated can be gauged from US data. Peak (1997) has shown that in 1988 there were some 400 corporate training institutions in the US. By 1997 there were 1,000 and recent figures suggest that now there are now nearly 1,800 corporate universities in North America (Bradshaw 2000) . This rapid increase can be linked to a number of related trends.
First, a number of authors have documented the breakdown of the hierarchical organisation and the growth of teamwork and empowerment of the workforce to cope with the increasing pace of competition and change (Stewart and McGoldrick1996; Beaver 2000) . Second, the rise of the networked and virtual organisation has been brought about by developments in information and communication technology (Davenport and Prusak 1997) . These trends have raised the profile of individual and organisational learning, knowledge creation and knowledge management as ways in which organisations can fashion a competitive advantage over their rivals (Platts and Yeung 2000) .
Today some companies are responding to such trends by seeking to become learning organisations. Walton (1999) has argued that one visible sign of an organisation responding to these challenges is in establishing a corporate university to act as a catalyst to champion both individual and organisational learning activities.
Surveying the practitioner literature, reveals a number of espoused motives behind the development of some of the emerging corporate universities. First, corporate universities can provide the learning and development opportunities to attract, retain and enhance the employability of staff (Arkin 2000; Lester 1999 ). Second, they can be used to develop and spread a common culture throughout the organisation (Walton1999).
Third, a corporate university can be used as a vehicle to centralise training thereby reducing cost and making it easier to align its training and development activities to the strategic objectives of the business (Coulson- .
A number of authors have started to describe and categorise the roles and functions played by corporate universities. A useful taxonomy is that developed by Fresina (1997) , who identified three distinct strategic roles that such institutions can perform. These are:
• • Reinforcing and perpetuating
Reinforcing and perpetuating behaviour behaviour
Here the primary task of the university is to offer courses and training experiences that reflect the culture and values to reinforce the paradigm that underpins the organisation. Good examples here of organisations adopting this role include Disney and Federal Express.
•
• Managing change Managing change
Here the primary task of the university is to introduce and promote organisational change initiatives. In effect, programmes and activities are designed to facilitate the formulation and successful implementation of strategic change. Outmoded beliefs and practices can be examined and discarded and new insights can be introduced, which are thought to be more appropriate for the current reality. Amoco is an organisation which uses this type of training and development strategy.
• • Driving and shaping the organisation. Driving and shaping the organisation. •
• Second generation Second generation
These tend to reflect a broader based strategy towards organisational learning but still tend to be campus and location specific.
• Third generation Third generation
These are likely to possess a virtual element in the learning process and encompass a broad range of strategies for the development of intellectual capital.
These two taxonomies are not mutually exclusive. Fresina concentrates more on the role of the corporate university in affecting and shaping the behaviour of people and the strategic direction of the organisation. Walton focuses more on the sophistication of delivery mechanisms and philosophical approaches to learning. What these taxonomies indicate is that corporate universities can take many forms and perform a wide variety of roles.
A UK perspective on corporate A UK perspective on corporate university development university development An excellent example of this emerging view was articulated by , who argued that the role of the corporate university was increasingly becoming:
• a focus for the learning and development of its employees;
• a vehicle for knowledge management;
• a centre of excellence -in effect the organisation's thought leader. argued that such a vision is likely to be achieved through:
• raising the profile and re-branding the organisation's corporate learning and development activities;
• building partnerships with the world's best learning organisations;
• exploiting leading-edge learning technology.
In reference to the above, a number of important observations can be made. First, the concept of the corporate university, as it is emerging in some of the UK's leading organisations, appears to be one of focusing upon the promotion and facilitation of individual and organisational learning and knowledge management as a core activity . . Second, as Carnell (1999) An understanding of these organisational processes is central to the world-class model of the corporate university that is developed in part two of this paper.
The corporate university and the The corporate university and the corporate learning agenda corporate learning agenda
Having identified the key processes and functions that a world class corporate university requires to operate effectively, the corporate learning agenda then becomes more transparent. Drawing on the work of Moore (1997) , the development of such learning is increasingly focusing on a number of key characteristics:
• corporate learning is linked to key corporate strategic imperatives;
• corporate learning activities are increasingly based upon sophisticated competency models;
• corporate learning is used as a vehicle to develop a shared vision in the corporation as a key objective; and
• the corporate university functions as a laboratory for creating and transforming individual learning into organisational knowledge.
The second part of the paper examines how the corporate learning agenda is informing the development of an increasingly sophisticated corporate university model. Knowledge management and organisational learning are multi-faceted and multi-layered concepts that are difficult to reconcile into any one framework (Platts and Yeung, 2000) . Given the arguments outlined above, a number of theoretical constructs can be identified which may provide some useful insights in the development of a corporate university model. A review of the knowledge management literature shows that Earle's (1994) contribution to knowledge management can be used to underpin the model of the world-class corporate university. Other important influences include the work of Huber (1991) and Blackler (1993 and 1995 ).
Earle's original model recognised that knowledge building was a complex and multifaceted activity that required a combination of technological and social actions. He argued that for an organisation to build a strategic capability in knowledge management four components were required. These components are knowledge systems, networks, knowledge workers and learning organisations.
Developing this further, a more explicit social element has been added to each of the four components, which recognises that knowledge and learning are activities and processes that take place within and between individuals. Figure 1 identifies A world-class corporate university should consciously seek to co-ordinate, integrate and align these diverse processes in order to maximise the learning of the individual and the organisation.
Thus the corporate university becomes a central agent for the management of change through its key role in facilitating knowledge management practices and operating the organisation's learning agenda. This contrasts markedly with the peripheral training function that many corporate universities have previously undertaken and continue to perform today.
A diagrammatic representation of a worldclass corporate university is set out in Figure  1 and each of the four key processes is discussed in turn. 
Knowledge Systems and Processes
This element of the model recognises that computer technology is revolutionising the ability of organisations to capture their experiences through databases, expert systems and sophisticated decision-making software. However, it must be recognised that ultimately all knowledge systems rely on people to retrieve and take actions on the basis of these systems. Thus a world-class corporate university is likely to be involved in the development and on-going support of Intranets and knowledge management databases. See for example, Hansen et al (1999) for case studies on how the major consultancy firms are using technology to create and capture their consultants' knowledge and experience. As Nurmi (1998) argues, knowledge management and knowledge production are going to be perhaps the most crucial business processes on which the future success of any organisation will depend. Thus, ensuring that individual learning is captured and made available as a resource for the benefit of the whole organisation is likely to be a central function of a world-class corporate university.
Network and partnership processes
This refers not just to connected internal and external communities but to the processes that control how individuals interact. This can be through electronic means and also through related networks of personal and business contacts and relationships. In the context of the world-class corporate university, facilitating the development of partnerships with world-class learning institutions to deliver learning interventions within the organisation will be crucial. This echoes the comments of Thomas discussed earlier. Indeed, the importance of networks and partnership processes is likely to increase as the trend by many organisations to outsource training and development activities continues and the concept of the virtual corporate university takes effect. Today the rate of change requires organisations to be able to tap into knowledge and expertise whenever and wherever it exists (Tobin 1997) . Therefore, the development of partnerships in establishing innovative developments and leading edge thinking, becoming in Thomas's words the organisation's thought leader, is likely to be a central function of a world-class corporate university.
People processes
This element refers to the systems and procedures that build and reinforce shared meaning and facilitate learning within an organisation. This not only relates to the skill levels and abilities of workers to utilise the technology but also the ways in which the organisation can construct appropriate mechanisms to create an accepted and productive culture. These people processes are driven primarily through contemporary Human Resource Development (HRD) practices (Stewart 1999; Walton1999; and Beaver and Jennings 2001) . This extends beyond merely providing education and training on demand, to ensuring that all of the organisation's human resourcing policies are aligned to support learning and knowledge sharing (Leopold, Harris and Watson1999) . This is not always the case as technology and financial considerations often dominate boardroom decision-making, while the intellectual and human capital issues often take a back seat. However, promoting the importance, understanding and management of these issues lie at the heart of a true learning organisation.
Learning processes
In Earle's model discussed above, this dimension represents the attempt to create a learning organisation based upon developing a culture that is supported and underpinned by education and training. A world class corporate university is likely to be working to influence and lobby the organisation's key actors to change company policy to implement the enhancers for individual and organisational learning, while seeking to eradicate the inhibitors to learning. Though it is the visible education and training programmes which most people would associate with the actions of the corporate university, they are the tip of the iceberg when it comes to creating a true learning culture. Indeed, as Walton (1999) argues attempting to champion learning and the on-going development of a learning culture is likely to be the hardest and perhaps least visible, yet most crucial role the corporate university needs to perform.
At the centre of Figure 1 , , a number of factors have been identified which represent some of the key functions that a corporate university can undertake. These include:
• the management of staff expectations about the importance of learning and training and increasing the profile of development;
• facilitating the access and dispersion of information to promote the importance, value and contribution of learning;
• creating appropriate mechanisms that both enable and advise on suitable and timely hrm and hrd initiatives to ensure that structures and policies are aligned with the learning objectives of the organisation;
• supporting the creation of partnerships with external individuals and organisations in order to stimulate and challenge current thinking and organisational methods.
Corporate universities: structures and organisational context
From the points developed above, it can be argued that the structure to support organisational learning and the context within which it is taking place are both changing. From a structural perspective, a number of commentators such as Walton (1999) and Donkin (1999) are beginning to identify a trend away from the traditional view of a corporate university as being a residential training centre with in-house HRD staff, to a virtual corporate university model. It is virtual in the first sense of greater use of information technology to deliver on-line training and education and virtual in the second sense of drawing on a faculty of staff drawn from both inside the organisation and from external bodies such as traditional universities, advisors and consultancies (Donkin 1999 ).
The growing importance of knowledge and learning as key strategic organisational competences and sources of competitive advantage has been noted. One implication of this trend has been to increase the profile, contribution and importance of training and education within the organisation. The model of the world class corporate university developed here, demonstrates how an organisation committed to learning can use such a facility as a powerful vehicle to manage and co-ordinate a number of important and disparate processes and activities. These processes lie at the heart of organisational development, renewal and growth and therefore make the corporate university a very powerful force within the organisation.
The corporate and traditional
The corporate and traditional university: co-operation or university: co-operation or competition? competition?
Much of the discussion to date has focussed on the development of the ideal corporate university and identifying its core processes. Earlier, it was argued that the majority of corporate universities would neither claim nor wish to function in the manner of their traditional counterparts and they appear to be using the title university to demonstrate a commitment to learning. Only three or four years ago, traditional academics were viewing the emergence of corporate universities with some trepidation (Moore, 1997 , Rossett, 1998 . They questioned the ability of traditional universities to be adaptable, flexible, student centred and sufficiently contemporary, to be taken seriously in providing relevant learning interventions in the workplace. For the most part, this trepidation appears to have been misplaced. Though Landau (2000) points to the rise in corporate universities opening their programmes to outside audiences, there is little evidence that this threatens the main degree programmes provided by the traditional universities. Indeed, the only major area where there appears to be some degree of competition is in the short course executive education market.
In fact, there does appear to be a fair degree of consensus from commentators (Donkin 1999 , Bachler 1997 , Arkin 2000 The corporate university scenario that is emerging for traditional universities is one of growth. In effect the recognition by companies of the importance of learning and continuous education has actually created a growing demand for the services of traditional universities, both in terms of providing teaching as well as accreditation services. This increased demand coupled with the continued trend to outsource and down-size internal HR departments (Walton, 1999 ) is likely to lead to continued growth, for those universities who actively seek to work closely with business.
Conclusions Conclusions
A corporate university charged with leading and managing an organisation's knowledge and learning initiatives needs to be at the very heart of the enterprise and its decisionmaking. To be successful in engineering strategic change it has to be proactive, innovative and professionally managed.
A model has been constructed here that describes the functions and processes of a world-class corporate university. There is a growing imperative for organisations actively to manage their knowledge management and organisational learning processes in order to transform their business and sustain competitive advantage. It is this imperative that is driving the process of re-defining the role and expectations of the corporate university. Figure 1 outlines the model of the world-class institution and identifies four core processes representing the key functions that an ideal type should perform.
Evidence to date would suggest that many of today's corporate universities are not engaged in all of these functions. However, the need to manage knowledge as a prerequisite in fashioning and sustaining competitive advantage will lead to the development of more ambitious and sophisticated corporate universities as an essential ingredient in strategic and operational decision making. The long-term success of such bodies depends principally on their ability to manage the complex interactions associated with organisational learning and create a supportive culture.
